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International students have become a large and important segment of the student population at 
universities in the United States. Some of these students live in residence halls during their time 
abroad. This study analyzes the impact of the residence hall environment on students' adaptation 
to American culture. The results of this study show that one-third of students cite friendship as a 
primary reason for not feeling hon1esick while studying abroad in the United States. A majority 
of students also said that their favorite aspect of living in the residence halls is the social life. 
Some students, however, felt an increase in isolation and homesickness from their first semester 
at Ball State to their current semester, which poses some challenges for residence hall staff. 
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INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN THE RESIDENCE HALLS 

International student enrollment in American universities reached an all-time high during 
the 2012-2013 academic year, with 819,644 international students studying in the United States 
(Institute of International Education, 2013). There were 854 total international students enrolled 
at Ball State during the Fall 2013 semester, and of that number, 70 percent of students were from 
China or Saudi Arabia (Slabaugh, 2013). Universities must adapt to this increasing international 
student population and provide more services that help students address the unique challenges of 
studying abroad. 
There is not much research on the impact of university residence halls on the experience 
of international students. American residence halls are different from student accommodations in 
other countries - students typically stay in apartment-style residence halls or in off-campus 
housing while attending universities in their home country. Some former Ball State students from 
Europe commented that American residence halls had more policies and rules than student 
accommodations at home. Therefore, international students may view residence life very 
differently than American students. The purpose of this study is to detennine what international 
students felt about their residence hall experience and how the residence halls influenced 
students' social transition to life at Ball State. 
Li terature Review 
There are two models that describe the transition process for international students: the 
culture shock model and the international student identity model. The culture shock model, 
identified by Oberg (1960), explains what people think and how they feel when they are in an 
environment that has unfamiliar cultural norms and values. There are five stages people must go 
through in order to successfully adjust to the new culture. Those stages are contact, disintegration, 
reintegration, autonomy, and independence. In the contact stage, students are excited about their 
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new experiences and identify similarities between the home and host culture. Students feel 
depressed or alienated during the disintegration stage, as differences between the host and home 
culture become more obvious; this leads to an outright rejection of the host culture during the 
reintegration stage. After this, students gain an understanding of the host culture, and they cease 
to be hostile towards the host culture. The last stage, independence, is reached when students 
embrace the similarities and differences between the home and host culture (Adler, 1975, pp. 16­
18). Adler also noted that while culture shock is often seen as a negative experience, it can 
actually lead to positive personal developlnent (p. 14). 
The international student identity (lSI) model is another model that applies to 
international students, and it describes how students undergo identity development while in a 
foreign culture (Kim 2012). This model is comprised of six phases; students experience these 
phases at different times, and they can even regress to previous stages if they lack adequate 
support (pp. 107-108). In particular, the enclosure phase, during which students rarely socialize 
with people from different backgrounds (p. 109), can be challenging for the students themselves, 
their peers, and residence hall staff. The international student identity model is very similar to the 
stages of culture shock, though the lSI model is purely focused on the identity development of 
college students. The culture shock model can be applied to any person who is living in a foreign 
culture for an extended period of time. Overall, the stages of culture shock can explain some of 
what students may be feeling, but the international student identity model is much more relevant 
to this study. 
There are several strategies international students can use to better manage the challenges 
of going to college in a foreign country. Making friends and creating relationships while abroad 
is the most important strategy. According to McLachlan and Justice (2009), international 
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students developed friendships with other students in order to manage their culture shock; 
however, many students found it difficult to form friendships with American students (p. 30). 
English fluency has been cited as a barrier to developing friendships with Americans, as it is 
easier for students to build relationships with people who have the same native language 
(Andrade, 2009, p. 23). When students form these home-country friendship groups, they feel 
comfortable and supported, but they become more isolated from the host culture as well (Hayes 
and Lin, 1994). 
Other methods that facilitate students' transition include getting involved on campus and 
practicing English without being afraid of making mistakes (Andrade, 2009, p. 26). Integrated 
residence halls, where international students and host country students live in the same 
community, are also important; these halls provide international students with more opportunities 
to communicate and develop relationships with host country students (2011, p. 290). Building 
relationships with instructors and advisors and not being ashamed of asking for help are some 
other strategies international students have used to successfully transition to American culture 
(Tseng and Newton, 2002). 
Many studies have determined that international students have difficulty forming 
friendships with host country students, but one study found the opposite. Hendrickson, Rosen, 
and Aune found that international students had more friends from the host country than from the 
home country. They concluded that students likely felt stronger bonds with friends from their 
home country, however. Their findings thus indicate the difference between deep and surface-
level friendships and the effect of these friendship levels on the transition process (2011, p. 289). 
There are several factors that impede international students' ability to adapt to life in the 
United States. Differences in food, academic expectations, and social life resulted in students 
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feeling homesick or stressed (McLachlan and Justice, 2009, p. 29). Furthermore, the perceived or 
actual discrimination faced by international students, due to their race or national origin, affects 
their ability to adapt to the host culture. International students also must put forth more effort to 
make friends from the host country, as host country students generally do not go out of their way 
to develop friendships with international students (Hayes and Lin, 1994). 
Asian students in particular tend to have more difficulties adjusting to American culture 
than students from Western countries. Since many Asian cultures are collectivist, valuing 
harmony and team effort, Asian international students may be uncomfortable with the 
individualistic and competitive American culture (Lin and Vi, 1997). Students from Western 
countries may find it somewhat easier to adapt to American culture because the United States 
shares similar cultural characteristics with other Western countries. 
Method 
This study was conducted at Ball State University, a mid-sized public institution. 21 
students from various countries volunteered for the survey, though one respondent did not 
answer any survey questions, resulting in a total sample of 20 undergraduate students - 8 women 
and 12 men. 60 percent of the respondents were from either China or Saudi Arabia, which is on 
par with the total international population at Ball State. Most of the respondents lived in 
Studebaker East, which houses the International and Modern Languages Living Learning 
Community; one of the respondents lived in Studebaker West, a traditional residence hall. The 
average age of respondents was 18.8 years. 
The principal investigator (PI) made voluntary paper surveys available to students in the 
lobby area of Studebaker East on three weekday evenings. The Studebaker East resident 
assistants and hall director encouraged their residents to talk to the PI and take the survey. The 
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survey was conlpleted by students at the site; after all 20 respondents had returned their surveys, 

responses to the survey questions were coded to identify themes and trends. The quantitative and 

qualitative survey can be found in the appendix. 

Findings and Analysis 

Student responses to the survey questions were generally unsurprising, but a few 
unexpected trends were identified in the answers to some of the questions. Responses to 
questions about honlesickness and isolation highlighted the importance of friendship in students' 
transition process. The most cited reason for not feeling homesick was having friends. Of the 
students who had a low level of homesickness during their first semester in the US,one-third 
indicated that having friends was one of the reasons for their low homesickness. Other reasons 
for low amounts of homesickness included new experiences, previous travel experience, and 
dedication to academics. 
Of the 15 students who responded with low isolation levels during their first semester, 13 
said that either coming with friends from home, or meeting new friends at Ball State, resulted in 
low or nonexistent feelings of isolation. One student from Northern Ireland who felt low 
isolation said "I met an amazing group of friends who lived in Stu East too so we were never 
apart." These results are strongly correlated with current research: social connections and 
friendships with others help international students feel comfortable and integrated with the local 
community. 
Though most students recorded a positive first senlester in terms of homesickness and 
isolation, some students struggled when they first came to Ball State. Four students had a 
medium to high level of honlesickness, and three students felt a mediunl to high level of isolation. 
One of these students said his feelings of isolation were caused by a "[dJifficulty to connect with 
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other people." Another student, who did not feel very isolated, admitted that "[i]t's not easy to 
make friends with foreign people." These comments reinforce both the difficulty of making 
friends and the importance of having strong social connections when going through the cultural 
adjustment process. 
For students who have been at Ball State for more than one semester, five said that they 
currently had a medium to high level of homesickness; two said the same in regards to feelings 
of isolation. Furthermore, four students indicated that their level of homesickness increased from 
their first semester at Ball State to their current semester. Only two students indicated that their 
homesickness declined. It is surprising that these students feel more homesick now than during 
their first semester. The expected outcome was for students to feel less homesick the longer they 
were at Ball State, as they became more acclimated to American culture. Students' increased 
homesickness may be explained with the help of the international student identity model; these 
students may be taking a longer time to go through the phases of identity development. 
Four students - including two who indicated their level of homesickness had increased ­
noted that their level of isolation declined. These responses imply that while some students have 
made connections with people at Ball State, they still do not feel completely comfortable here. 
These particular students may be in the emergence phase of Kim's international student identity 
model. During the emergence phase, students have a sort of identity crisis as they attempt to 
reconcile their old identity with the values and ways of thinking prevalent in the host culture 
(2012, p. 109). This attempt to branch out while still feeling connected to the home culture may 
result in students feeling low isolation but high homesickness. 
Six of the respondents were currently in their first semester at Ball State; five of them 
reported low levels of both homesick!?ess and isolation, despite not being very involved on 
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campus and/or having few interactions with their resident assistant. There could be many reasons 
for this. One could be that these students are still in the "honeymoon" stage of their study abroad 
experience. Being in the US is still new and exciting, so these students do not yet feel severe 
homesickness or isolation. In addition, five of these students are from the same country. Being 
around people from the same place, who have similar values and perspectives, may have a major 
impact on how homesick these students feel. It is even possible these students have not yet 
identified their homesickness, as they have no other semester abroad for comparison. 
Overall, there did not appear to be any correlation between a student's frequency of 
interaction with their resident assistant and the student's level of homesickness or isolation. 
Some students rarely interacted with their resident assistant and felt little loneliness or 
homesickness; some of the students who interacted with their resident assistant more frequently 
felt the same. Interactions with other students in the community seemed to have more of an 
effect. 
The importance of interactions with other students is best illustrated by responses to the 
question "What do you like about where you live?" Fifteen respondents - 75 percent - said they 
liked the social aspect of living in the residence halls. A student from Japan commented that 
"[m Jany of my dormmates respect cultural difference, and they sometimes try to learn our 
culture! They don't see me as one Asian girl but as one person/friend." A student from China 
said that she likes Studebaker East because she can "meet different people from various 
countries." These comments show that students value the social opportunities of living in a 
residence hall. 
Students were also asked where they met their friends after coming to Ball State. Sixteen 
students (80 percent) said that they met their friends in the residence halls; this is much larger 
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than the next highest response - classes. There were also 13 students who said they had made 
friends who are from the United States. This is a significant result because over half of the 
respondents said they liked having friends in the residence hall, and having friends from the host 
culture is an important factor in international students' adaptation process. Some students did not 
like certain aspects of living in a residence hall, such as the size of the rooms or the cleanliness 
of the bathrooms, but this may be due either to personal preferences or cultural differences in 
accommodation. 
The environment of the residence halls has clearly been conducive to social connections 
between international students and American students, since 80 percent of the respondents said 
that they met their friends in the residence halls. Social integration and support is crucial to 
students' success, and it appears that international students have found good social support in 
their residence hall communities. Integrated residence halls, like Studebaker East, are beneficial 
to international students as they go through their transition process. The International and 
Modern Languages LLC, by putting students with similar academic and social interests in the 
same living environment, has been successful as an integrated residence hall. 
What can residence l~fe staffdo? 
The results of this study can affect how residence life staff - both paraprofessionals and 
professionals - interact with and support international students. Residence hall staff should focus 
on developing models or programs to support international students beyond their first semester 
abroad. These models/programs must meet the learning outcomes of Housing and Residence Life 
while addressing the unique needs of international students. Many times the focus is on 
providing opportunities and support for students when they first arrive in the United States. In 
subsequent semesters, returning international students can be overlooked as staff focuses on new 
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arrivals. Students may need more than one semester to adjust, so it is crucial that they feel 
supported in their living environment beyond the first semester. For example, creating a 
programming model that addresses each individual stage of students' identity development, 
through active or passive initiatives, lnay be helpful to international students. 
It is important, however, to recognize that homesickness is a natural part of the study 
abroad experience. The social life of the residence halls prevents n10st students from feeling 
isolated, but social interaction alone cannot alleviate homesickness. Residence life staff should 
not try to eliminate homesickness, but they should try to provide students with resources and 
tools to better manage it. Being aware of where students are in the transition process can guide 
residence hall staff in what resources and support to offer to students. 
Limitations 
There were several limitations to this study, which may have affected the research results. 
One limitation is the method of obtaining respondents. The surveys were available for a limited 
time in the Studebaker East lobby. Students with night classes or organizational activities, for 
example, may have been unable to complete the survey. Many of the respondents also were 
encouraged by their resident assistants and/or hall director to respond to the survey, which may 
have affected who responded to the study. The sample was generally limited to Studebaker East 
residents; their experiences in the undergraduate International Living-Learning Community may 
be quite different from the experiences of an international student in a different residence hall. 
Additionally, the students surveyed were all the same age as traditional American 
undergraduates. Older international undergraduates may not have the same view of the residence 
hall living, as their needs are different from traditional undergraduate students. Graduate students 
may also feel differently about the residence hall experience. 
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For future studies, it would be beneficial to ask international students how the residence 
halls affect their adaptation in other areas, such as academics or cultural competency. It would 
also be helpful to ask students what types of support they feel are missing from their residence 
hall experience. Do they wish they received more cross-cultural education in their residence hall? 
Do they feel that their self-development is supported within the residence hall environment and 
by residence hall staff? Another suggestion is to look at student interactions with resident 
assistants. Instead of asking only about the frequency of interactions, students could be asked 
about the types of interactions they have with their resident assistant. Addressing these questions 
would give a more complete understanding of how students interact with different parts of the 
residence hall environment. 
Conclusion 
International students have had a generally positive social experience in the residence 
halls at Ball State. The social living environment makes international students feel less isolated 
from those around them, aiding in their transition process. As one-third of students indicated, 
having friends in the residence halls has made them feel less homesick during their time abroad. 
Current research shows that making friends is one of the most important tools international 
students use to cope with the difficulties of being in a new culture. At the same time, the social 
aspect of residence life does not address all the challenges of being an international student. 
Several students have struggled to manage their transition, so it is important for professional and 
paraprofessional staff to provide developmental opportunities - besides social interaction - for 
international students. 
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Appendix 
International Student Transition Survey 
1. What is your age? 
o 	 18 o 22 
o 	 19 o 23 
o 	 20 o 24 and above 
o 	 21 
2. What is your gender? 
o 	 Male o Transgender 
o 	 Female o Other 
3. What is your major? 
4. Including the current semester, how many semesters have you attended Ball State? 
o 	 1 0 5 
o 	 2 0 6 
o 	 3 0 7 
o 	 4 0 8 
5. In what residence hall do you live? 
6. What is your home country? 
7. What is your native language? 
8. What is your level of fluency in English? 
o 	 Basic o Fluent 
o 	 Intermediate o Native speaker 
9. 	How homesick did you feel during your first semester at Ball State? 
Not at all homesick 1 2 3 4 5 6 Extremely homesick 
10. How homesick do you feel during your current semester at Ball State? (Please only 
answer if you have been at Ball State for more than 1 semester) 
Not at all homesick 1 2 3 4 5 6 Extremely homesick 
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11. Why did/didn't you feel homesick during your first semester? 
12. How isolated did you feel during your first semester at Ball State? 
Not at all isolated 1 2 3 4 5 6 Extremely isolated 
13. How isolated do you feel during your current semester at Ball State? (Please only 
answer if you have been at Ball State for more than 1 semester) 
Not at all isolated 1 2 3 4 5 6 Extremely isolated 
14. Why did/didn't you feel isolated during your first semester? 
15. How often do you participate in extracurricular activities? 
D Less than once a month D Once a week 
D Once a month D More than 3 times a week 
D 2-3 times per month 
16. What are some of the activities you are involved in? 
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17. Have you made any new friends since coming to Ball State? 
DYes 
o No 
18. Where did you meet most of your new friends? 
o Classes o Campus event 
o Residence hall o Other 
o Extracurricular activity 
19. What are the home countries of most of your new friends? 
o United States 
o Your home country 
o Other 
20. How satisfied are you with your current living situation? 
Extremely dissatisfied 1 2 3 4 5 6 Completely satisfied 
21. What do you like about where you live? 
22. What do you dislike about where you live? 
23. How often do you interact with your resident assistant? 
o About once a month or less 
o About 2-3 days a month 
o About once a week 
o Almost every day 
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24. How often do you attend programs or events in your residence hall? 
Never 1 2 3 4 5 6 All the time 
25. Do you have any other comments about your residence hall? 
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